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Book Review Dolan, Josephine and Estella Tincknell, eds. Aging Femininities: Troubling Representations. Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 2012. Hardback. ISBN---13: 978---1---4438---3883---2 , ISBN---10: 1---4438---3883---7 , Price: £39.99 Dr. Carol C. Mukhopadhyay Professor Emerita, San Jose State University, San Jose, California, USA carol.mukhopadhyay@sjsu.edu, webpage: www.sjsu.edu/people/carol.mukhopadhyay Media, cultural and feminist studies, according to editors Dolan and Tincknell, have failed to address cultural representations of aging women. Implicitly, only the young and "ʺyoung bodies"ʺ are worthy of the "ʺtheoretical gaze"ʺ [vii] . In cultural theory, older women are marginalized or "ʺpathologised."ʺ Yet aging women are increasingly topics of public concern, and images of "ʺsuccessful aging"ʺ, especially celebrities like Helen Mirren, are proliferating. Only gerontology, embedded in an essentialist, body---as---simply---biology framework, seems to take older women seriously.
The editors hope this volume will stimulate reflection on and eventually reshape debates about "ʺaging femininity"ʺ and "ʺwrest the discourse of the aging body away from a return to essentialism."ʺ [ix]. They wish to revisit earlier feminist writings, especially Simone de Beauvoir'ʹs deeply negative view of postmenopausal women as both invisible and filled with self---loathing.
The book offers valuable perspectives on aging from media, film, and cultural studies. It is the culmination of several conferences and workshops, beginning in 2007, leading to the Women, Aging, Media [WAM] research network of UK scholars; and the European Network of Aging Studies. The 18 authors (17 from the UK), come from the humanities [Drama, English, Art, Photography; Film and Culture Studies] rather than the social or medical sciences.
The book covers many representational formats: drama, stories, paintings, photography, TV series, films, popular singers, opera, photography, festivals, and a beauty salon. Analyses come from critical cultural theory, with some "ʺethnographic"ʺ research. Women subjects range from 40 to 90, but mainly are over 55.
After an excellent introduction, sixteen chapters cluster into four thematic sections. "ʺCultural Herstories"ʺ examines past representations of femininity in: Post---WWI British Dramas ("ʺthe spinster"ʺ); stories by Edgar Allan Poe; "ʺCelebration at 90"ʺ by renown British painter W. Barns---Graham"ʺ; "ʺWhistler'ʹs Mother"ʺ; and two UK "ʺperiod dramas"ʺ (Downton Abby and Call the Midwife). Section 2, Regulations and Transgressions, explores contemporary representations in a "ʺCelebration of Age Festival"ʺ; a beauty salon, and in photo---video---collages created from photo---therapy workshops for older women. Section 3: Problematic Postfeminists? offers critical "ʺreadings"ʺ of the popular USA TV series, Six Feet Under; the film Heading South; and media coverage of Helen Mirren. Section 4: Divas and Dolls, focuses on three celebrities: 79---year old screen---star Honor Blackman, singers Dolly Parton and Madonna; and the "ʺThe Paradox of Age and Femininity"ʺ in the Opera Diva.
For those relatively unfamiliar with popular culture, the book samples this powerfully---influential world. Many UK productions and celebrities have global audiences ["ʺDownton Abby"ʺ], as do those from the USA. Yet authors, research settings and participants are solidly British, popular media commentaries are drawn from UK newspapers or magazines like Saga . Many scholarly references are from the UK...along, apparently, with the recurring metaphor for aging ["ʺmutton dressed up as lamb"ʺ].
